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Role play approaches have been used in online environments in an effort to create a 
mix of contested ideas and to promote participant engagement. While it is recognised 
that there is an aspect of ‘fun’ associated with role play there is a need to understand 
role assignment more rigorously than simply levels of reported participation and 
enjoyment. It is the contention of this paper that individuals are unlikely to be able to 
authentically play a role and, that in fact, there may be little purpose to contrived roles. 
Additionally, the literature has widely reported that personality factors, such as 
introversion and extroversion continue to be of significance in the way that individuals 
contribute in online contexts. The findings in the study reported in this paper confirm 
that introversion and extroversion do, indeed, play a role in the way individuals 
contribute in online environments. Thus, this paper argues that an active consideration 
needs to be given to individuals preferred (or natural) way of working even where use 
is made of online role play.  
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Introduction 
The literature currently reporting the educational use of online role play presents a somewhat confusing 
array of ideas, with many reported examples of online role play being indistinguishable from online 
gaming, online simulations, or online problem and case based collaborative learning approaches. 
Frequently there is an interchanging of the terms: role play, simulation and online games as if they 
were synonymous (see, Ahamer, 2004; Kardan, 2006; Klopfer, Perry, Squire, & Jan, 2003). It seems 
few researchers have sought to define what is meant by online role play, or indeed what they 
understand role play to be. While others may well have developed, or will develop, more robust 
definitions of online role play, for the purpose of this paper Budden’s (2002) more general definition of 
role play seems to offer some utility as a starting point. Budden suggests “[r]ole-play is any speaking 
activity when you either put yourself into somebody else's shoes, or when you stay in your own shoes 
but put yourself into an imaginary situation” (para 2). Therefore, in thinking about adapting role play, 
more specifically, to online role play it could be that individuals are required to act out an allocated role 
or imagine themself in another context while using synchronous or asynchronous tools (e.g., chat, 
forums, or video conferencing).  
 
For those who have sought to use online technologies, sustaining participant engagement in online 
environments has proved problematic (Brown & Duguid, 2000; Stahl, 2002; Valcke & Martens, 2006). 
Arguably, part of the rationale for online role play is to promote more active engagement in online 
environments. Role play has been one way that educators have attempted to develop opposing 
positions  and create a mix of contested ideas in this environment (for example, see Ahamer, 2004; 
Bell, 2001; Linser & Lp, 2004; Lp, Linser, & Naidu, 2001). However, to date many of the reported 
benefits of online role play have seemingly been seen largely in terms of participation and enjoyment 
(see for example, Ferguson, 2006; Lebaron & Miller, 2005). There is a need to move beyond 
approaches that at best are only likely to promote shallow forms of constructivism; to approaches that 
promote deeper forms of knowledge construction (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2002). While this paper is 
not ruling out the engaging and fun nature of online role play, it has been suggested that “little is 
known about the potential influence of students’ personalities on online communication, group 
interaction, and task engagement” (Chen & Caropreso, 2004). Given that little is known about the 
influence of personality in online contexts introducing an overlay of role play could make 
communication, interaction, and task engagement all the more unpredictable for all concerned. 
 
Scaffolding role play approaches often seeks to provide a contrived diversity between team members 
both in terms of team activity and team function. Schellens, Van Keer, and Valcke (2005) found, 
however, that there was no significance in students’ mean levels of knowledge construction between 
roles being assigned and where no role assignment was mandated. This implies that artificial contrived 
role assignment has no beneficial impact on group knowledge construction. And indeed, even within 
the business context, it has been found that while actual functional roles (e.g., accountant, marketing 
manager and sales manager) provide a measure of diversity in the group, teams composed in this 
manner may fail to take account of what is termed an individual’s preferred team role or work 
preference, that is, their personal way of working (Belbin, 1993; Margerison & McCann, 1995). Thus 
while it might be that we call a person a ‘leader’ or a ‘marketing expert’ the nomenclature does not take 
account of the person’s individual preferences in the way that they work or indeed, want to work.  
More particularly within the context of online role play assigning an individual a contrived title does 
not equip them with the requisite functional skills. Likewise, playing a role is unlikely to alter the way 
or the manner in which an individual ultimately responds and interacts, other than by being themself. 
So, while Dowling and Chim’s (2004) assert that introverts become online extroverts, Berttucci, 
Meloni, Conte, and  Cardellini (2005) found that personality variables such as introversion and 
extroversion remain evident within online contexts. This view was endorsed by the findings of Lee and 
Lee (2006) who used the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) to focus, in particular, on the impact of 
introversion and extroversion on levels of interaction. They found that “participants in mixed and 
extroverted groups posted more messages than those in introverted groups” (p. 83). The study 
discussed in this paper endorses the findings of Lee and Lee’s (2006) in addition to those of Berttucci 
et al. (2005). 
 
Nemeth (1986) has argued that “an active consideration of alternatives is more likely to come from 
confrontation with persons honestly differing in viewpoint and persisting in that difference” (p. 30). Or 
as Milliken and Martins (1996) argued “the quality of reasoning in majority opinions is enhanced by 
the existence of consistent counterarguments from a minority” (p. 416). Indeed, it has been found that 
where an authentic minority (a genuinely differing viewpoint) was represented in teams, both the 
quantity and quality of solutions were greater than in teams where an individual attempted to play the 
role of say “Devil’s Advocate” (Nemeth, 1986; Nemeth, Brown, & Rogers, 2001). In essence “an 
active minority causes the group to think in more divergent ways” (Ocker, 2005, p. 25). Stahl (2005) 
recognised the importance of differing approaches suggesting that “we must bring together groups of 
students who will work together well, both by getting along with and understanding each other and by 
contributing a healthy mix of skills” (p. 87). Stahl did not, however, suggest how this mix of skills 
might be achieved or identified. 
 
The author believes that one way that authentic difference can be scaffolded into online approaches is 
to ensure that the participant group is balanced in terms of their ‘team-role preference’ (Roberts, 2007; 
Roberts & Nason, 2003). This assertion is supported by research into team development within work 
settings that indicates the effectiveness of teams can be improved if emphasis is placed on ensuring a 
balance within teams in terms of each individual’s ‘team-role preference’ (Belbin, 1993; Coleman, 
2001; Institute of Team Management Studies, 2003; Margerison & McCann, 1995). However, it needs 
be acknowledged that “creative teamwork is an area where cognitive diversity can be both potentially 
beneficial and problematic” (Kurtzberg, 2005, p. 63). That is, it seems that while “diversity may 
potentially spur creativity, it typically promotes conflict and miscommunication” (Guimera, Uzzi, 
Spiro, & Nunes Amaral, 2005, p. 697). Thus it can be seen that promoting genuine diversity in a team 
can be somewhat of a two-edged sword. What is apparent, is that the myriad ways in which diversity 
impacts on a group’s interaction processes and outcomes is an intriguing puzzle researchers have only 
begun to explore  (Milliken, Bartel, & Kurtzberg, 2003). 
 
An individual’s team role is seen as being the natural or preferred ways of working that the individual 
brings to the team. Belbin (1993) defined team role as the “tendency to behave, contribute and 
interrelate with others at work in certain distinctive ways” (p. 24).  Within the workplace it has been 
found that teams must engage in a given range of “types of work” if they are to be successful (Institute 
of Team Management Studies, 2003; Margerison & McCann, 1995; Margerison, McCann, & Davies, 
1998). Within the types of work that need to be accomplished in a team, individuals actually prefer to 
limit the types of work they “do.” Seemingly we have a tendency to practise what we prefer and 
become more proficient in our preferred area and way of working (Margerison & McCann, 1997). That 
is, while “the types of behaviour in which people engage are infinite … the range of useful behaviours, 
which make an effective contribution to team performance, is finite” (Belbin, 1993, p. 20). Consistent 
with this, Margerison and McCann (1995) – the developers of Team Management Systems (TMS) - 
have found that the ‘types of work’ teams must undertake if they to be successful is essentially as 
follows: 
 
1. Advising: Gathering and reporting information 
2. Innovating: Creating and experimenting with ideas 
3. Promoting: Exploring and presenting opportunities 
4. Developing: Assessing and testing the applicability of new approaches 
5. Organising: Establishing and implementing ways of making things work 
6. Producing: Concluding and delivering outputs 
7. Inspecting: Controlling and auditing the working of systems 
8. Maintaining: Upholding and safeguarding standards and processes                                                                   
9. Linking: Coordinating and integrating the work of others 
 
While a number of approaches are available to determine an individual’s preferences across various 
scales (see, Cassidy, 2004), not all these approaches focus directly on how an individual prefers to 
contribute in a team context. It is suggested that Margerison and McCann’s focus is particularly useful 
given that it expressly determines an individual’s preferences as related to work within a team context. 
It has been shown by Roberts (2007) that team role balance does have an impact on the quality and 
efficiency of knowledge building within an online learning environment. 
 
To establish team role preferences, each individual completes a Team Management Profile 
Questionnaire. This is a sixty item normative, forced-choice instrument which measures work 
preferences along the four key factors of relationships, information, decisions and organisation. The 
scores on these constructs are then mapped on to the Team Management Wheel (Figure 1) resulting in 
a major role preference and two related roles (Institute of Team Management Studies, 2003; 
Margerison & McCann, 1995). As can be seen, the Team Management Wheel (below) mirrors the 
‘types of work’ listed earlier in the discussion. In mapping an individual’s team role preference to the 
Team Management Wheel, commonly the two related roles are adjacent to the major role, for example, 
Thruster-Organizer with the related roles of Assessor-Developer and Concluder-Producer. ‘Split wheel’ 
results are possible. A two-way split example would be that of a major role of Reporter-Adviser and 
related roles of Creator-Innovator and Concluder-Producer. An example of a three-way split would be a 
major role of Explorer-Promoter and related roles of Concluder-Producer and Upholder-Maintainer. 
  
 
 
 
Figure 1:  Margerison-McCann Team Management Wheel  
(Source: Institute of Team Management Studies (2003) – used with permission) 
 
Underpinning the notion of forming a successful team is recognition of the need to have a balance of 
role preferences. It is important to note, however, that a team does not necessarily need to be comprised 
of eight or nine people. While individuals do have a major role preference, they do also comfortably 
contribute via their related role areas. That is, a team need not be of a certain size but is successful 
when members are comfortable in working across all work preferences (Margerison & McCann 1995). 
Of the roles indicated above, ‘Linker’ is not considered to be a work preference. Rather it is a skill that 
any member of the team can develop and it describes the ability to coordinate and integrate the work of 
the team (Margerison et al., 1998) and reflects a view that leadership can be performed by different 
members of the team at different times, rather than by one person. More particularly assigning a person 
the role of leader does not necessarily mean that they are in reality providing leadership. 
 
The Study  
Within this paper the author reports on one aspect of a broader study into the impact of team role on the 
effectiveness and efficiency of knowledge building within an online learning environment. This paper 
limits its focus to a finding within the broader study that confirms that aspects of an individual’s 
personality such as introversion and extroversion are not expunged in online mediated environments 
and thus invariably continue to be active in the way individuals contribute to online tasks. In terms of 
online role play, team role preference is invariably likely to be more important than any role that might 
be assigned.  
 
The participants in this study were a cohort of pre-service business education teachers (n = 27) enrolled 
in a BEd (Secondary) business curriculum subject at a major metropolitan university in Queensland, 
Australia. Nineteen of the participants were on-campus students; the other eight participants were off-
campus students. Teams were formed such that eight of the nine teams were comprised of two on-
campus and one off-campus student. The ninth team out of necessity was comprised of on-campus 
students. Five of the nine teams were optimised in terms of balancing the team roles represented; the 
other four teams were arbitrarily allocated such that no consideration was given to the mix of team 
roles1. For a more detailed explanation of this process see Roberts (2007) and Roberts and Nason 
(2003) 
 
The participants were required to collaboratively develop via an online forum, a ‘Guiding Principles 
Model’ that could be used to inform the development of business curriculum units and lesson plans. 
Through developing the Guiding Principles Model, it was envisaged that the participants would be 
required to develop, reflect upon and share understandings about promoting optimal learning 
experiences for students they will teach. Each team’s knowledge artefact (the Guiding Principles 
Model) took the form of a concept map, the quality of which was assessed by a panel of academics. 
Figure 2 provides a vignette of one teams approach to the task. Figure 2 (c) is the final iteration of the 
model developed by this team. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Vignettes of one of the Team’s model development 
 
 
While the discussion forum provided a rich source of data with frequency and patterns of participation 
of more importance to this discussion, each team’s forum transcript was able to be analysed in 
considerable detail.  That is, the nature and content of each participant’s contributions were analysed 
                                                 
1
 Originally there were 12 teams. Six of which were balanced and six arbitrarily assigned. Three 
students discontinued the course. As their respective teams were reduced to dyads these teams were not 
considered in the analysis.  
a 
b 
c 
using the Functional Category System (FSC) (Poole & Holmes, 1995). Table 1 provides a description 
of the categories. 
 
A doctoral and master’s student from the medical sciences field received training for some three hours 
in the Functional Category System (Poole & Holmes, 1995). The two coders independently categorised 
the communication acts within each team’s discussion forum transcript and achieved an inter-rater 
reliability of 0.829 based on a sample of 50% of the transcripts. Given that the two coders were 
working independently, the high level of agreement achieved in the coding process is representative of 
“investigator triangulation” (Yin, 2003, p. 98) and as such provides a considerable level of confidence 
in the coding process. 
 
Table 1: Functional Category System (Poole & Holmes, 1995, p. 104) 
 
1. Problem Definition  
1a. Problem analysis: Statements that define or state the causes behind a problem 
1b. Problem critique: Statements that evaluate problem analysis statements (may be assigned 
a positive [+] or negative [-] valance) 
2. Orientation  
2a. Orientation: Statements that attempt to orient or guide the group’s process 
2b. Process reflection: Statements that reflect on or evaluate the group’s process or progress 
3. Solution Development  
3a. Solution analysis: Statements that concern criteria for decision-making or general 
parameters for solutions 
3b. Solution suggestions: Suggestions of alternatives 
3c. Solution elaboration: Statements that provide detail or elaborate on a previously stated 
alternative. They are neutral in character and provide ideas or further information about 
alternatives 
3d. Solution evaluation: Statements that evaluate alternatives and give reasons, explicit or 
implicit, for the evaluations. They may be assigned a positive [+] or negative [-] valence 
3e. Solution confirmation: Statements that state the decision in its final form or ask for final 
group confirmation of the decision. They may be assigned a positive [+] valence if they 
argue for confirmation, or neutral (/) valance if they merely ask for confirmation. 
Negative responses are to 3e are coded 3d- 
4. Non task: Statements that do not have anything to do with the decision task. They include off- 
                 topic jokes and tangents 
5. Simple agreement  
6. Simple disagreement  
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
The initial categorisation was completed with the coders working on hardcopy transcripts using 
coloured highlighter pens to indicate each of the FCS communication categories. Where it was evident 
that differing coding had been made to the same portions of the transcript, a consensus approach was 
undertaken by the two coders together with the researcher. The approach taken in this study is very 
similar to the application of the FCS by Jonassen and Kwon (2001) in their study of communication 
patterns in computer-mediated versus face-to-face contexts in a group problem solving activity. Once 
all the transcripts had been coded, the same coding was applied to digital transcripts imported into 
NVivo and this allowed for more detailed analysis. 
 
Findings 
 
Two findings emerged from the analysis of the data: 
 
1. The study was unable to show that particular team role types contribute in specific ways when 
analysed using the Functional Category System (FCS) coding. 
2. There was a variance in the volume of contributions made by each team role type. 
 
Given that each participant’s team role type was known, it was subsequently possible to determine the 
nature and volume of contribution made by each team role type made over the duration of the 
knowledge building activity.  Table 2 reports the contribution made by each team role type as a 
percentage of the total of all the contributions made by all team role types within this study. The data in 
Table 2 has been standardised in relation to each of the Team Role types. For example, prior to 
calculating the percentage and given that there were six Thruster-Organisers in the study, the recorded 
FCS statements for Thruster-Organisers were divided by six (that is, averaged) to give an equivalent 
percentage of contribution of one person. This was similarly done in respect of each of the team role 
types.  
 
While it can be seen from Table 2 that the percentage of the Functional Category Statements coded for 
each of the Team Role Types vary to some degree from each other, in general all Team Role Types 
contributed across all of the FCS categorisations. Unfortunately the variations evident are insufficient 
to warrant an assertion that a particular team role type contributed, or did not contribute, in specific 
ways. 
 
 
Table 2: Percentage of FCS statements coded by Team Role type. 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
FCS Statements      Team Role Type 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
Thruster Concluder Controller Upholder Reporter Creator Explorer Assessor 
Organiser  Producer  Inspector  Maintainer Advisor Innovator Promoter Developer
Problem Analysis 0.17% 0.21% 0.05% 0.00% 0.00% 0.41% 0.10% 0.21%
Problem Critique 0.03% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.03%
Orientation 5.60% 2.47% 2.21% 2.47% 1.75% 4.81% 3.71% 5.39%
Process Reflection 2.16% 1.65% 1.44% 0.82% 1.44% 1.65% 1.55% 2.33%
Solution Analysis 1.27% 0.48% 0.46% 0.62% 0.31% 0.48% 0.82% 1.34%
Solution Suggestion 0.76% 0.00% 0.41% 0.41% 0.62% 0.62% 0.72% 0.52%
Solution Elaboration 1.37% 0.82% 1.18% 1.65% 0.41% 1.30% 1.75% 1.20%
Solution Evaluation +ve 1.55% 0.82% 0.88% 0.41% 0.62% 1.03% 0.82% 0.86%
Solution Evaluation -ve 0.72% 0.14% 0.26% 1.44% 0.10% 0.14% 0.41% 0.24%
Solution Confirmation +ve 0.58% 0.27% 0.26% 0.00% 0.41% 0.48% 0.52% 0.45%
Solution Confirmation -ve 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.07% 0.00% 0.00%
Non Task 4.84% 2.95% 1.75% 0.62% 2.37% 1.85% 1.96% 5.15%
Simple Agreement 0.41% 0.21% 0.72% 0.00% 0.10% 0.27% 0.82% 0.27%
Simple Disagreement 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Totals by Team Role Type 19.47% 10.03% 9.63% 8.45% 8.14% 13.12% 13.18% 17.99%
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
The difficulty of being able to identify the particular contribution that specific team role types make is 
perhaps not surprising. As Dunbar (1997, p.15) comments:  
 
it is so hard to discover what the [individual] underpinnings of creativity are. The many 
incremental steps that are involved in creative cognition are often lost and forgotten, and the 
act of creation becomes a mythical entity in which the final step in the creative process is 
often seen as the cause of the new concept.     
                                                                                               
Similarly, Stahl (2005, p.80) comments that:  
  
[a] group meaning is constructed by the interactions of the group’s individual members, not by 
the individuals on their own. It is an emergent property of the discourse and interaction. It is 
not necessarily reducible to opinions or understandings of individuals.  
                                                                                                  
However, while it is difficult to see the impact of individual contribution patterns, inferentially, the mix 
of contributions did appear to be significant. That is, in the broader study (reported in Roberts, 2007) 
balanced teams were both more effective and more efficient in their knowledge building than 
arbitrarily allocated teams.  Of considerable importance to the discussion in this particular paper is that 
it can be clearly seen in Table 2 that there is a variance in the total volume of contributions made by 
each of the Team Role types.   
 
In mapping the total percentage contributions to the Margerison and McCann Team Management 
Wheel it was interesting to note the pattern that emerged in relation to the volume of contributions 
made by each of the other Team Role types.  With reference to Figure 3 it can be seen that the 
Thruster-Organisers (at the 3-00 o’clock position) made the most contributions (19.5%). In moving in 
an anti-clockwise direction from the Thruster-organiser position, Assessor-developers made the second 
highest contribution (18%), then third the Explorer-Promoters (13.2%) and fourth the Creator-
Innovators at 13.1%. The pattern recommences at the Concluder-Producers (4-00 o’clock position) 
being fifth (10.0%) and moving clockwise: Controller-Inspectors (9.6%), Upholder-Maintainers (8.4%) 
and finally the Reporter-Advisors (8.1%).   
 
 
 
Figure 3: Percentage of Contribution by Team Role Based on Tally of FCS Statements 
Superimposed on the Margerison and McCann Team Management Wheel. 
 
Team roles within the uppermost semicircle of the Margersion and McCann Team Management Wheel 
(above the dotted line) have a propensity toward extroversion. According to Margerison and McCann, 
Assessor-Developers and Explorer-Promoters are always extroverts. Conversely those with team roles 
located in the lower semicircle have a propensity toward introversion, where Controller-Inspectors and 
Upholder-Maintainers are always introverts. It is thus suggested that, given the observed division on 
the Team Management Wheel, levels of introversion and extroversion may be significant in explaining 
the varying levels of contributions made by the particular team roles. Such a finding would be 
consistent with that of Berttucci et al (2005) and also Lee and Lee (2006), who found that “extroverted 
groups posted more messages than those in introverted groups” (p. 83). The findings of this study, 
conversely, would not support Dowling and Chim’s (2004) inference that introversion is significantly 
militated against by online environments. This study has shown that factors such as the levels of 
introversion and extroversion are integral to the way that an individual chooses to contribute within a 
team context and thus remains significant within online contexts. 
 
Conclusions and Discussion 
This paper has reported from a broader study by the researcher into the impact of team role on the 
effectiveness and efficiency of knowledge building within an online learning environment. 
Specifically, this paper reports a finding that characteristics of an individual’s personality such as 
introversion and extroversion remain active within online environments and are therefore likely to 
impact upon and should be considered in activities such as online role plays.  
 
While it was not possible within this study to determine if particular Team Role types contribute in 
specific ways, it was found that the volume of contributions to the knowledge-building activity varied 
by Team Role type and this occurred in a discernable pattern.  This finding gives further credence to 
capacity of the Margerison and McCann’s (1995) Team Management Profile to successfully 
differentiate between individuals across a range of factors.  
 
The inability of the study to determine if team role types contribute in specific ways may be due to the 
Functional Category System (Poole & Holmes, 1995), or the researcher’s application of it, not yielding 
the particular data sets necessary for such a finding. It could be that a different coding methodology 
may be necessary to extract the data needed to show the different contribution made by the Team Role 
Types. More likely, however, is that the difficulties of isolating specific types of contributions within 
this study endorses the views of Dunbar (1997) and Stahl (2005) that an individual’s contribution to the 
whole of knowledge-building is lost in the interplay of discourse between the team members. That is 
the series of interactions is too complex to be totally reducible to constituent parts that can be analysed.  
Certainly, lost in the coding process is the interpretation of any particular statement, or series of 
statements by the recipient(s). The idea being that knowledge-building is more than simply a collection 
of individual’s contributions - it is a synergy of contributions, interpretations, reactions, contested 
ideas, agreement and potentially a range of other factors (Dunbar, 1997; Stahl, 2005).  Inferentially the 
larger study (see, Roberts, 2007) did provide support for the notion that the balance of team role 
preferences does impact on the effectiveness and efficiency of the team.  
 
Within the context of this paper, however, the volume of contribution was found to be a function of 
team role type. That is, team role types having a propensity for extroversion contributed at a higher 
level than those with a tendency toward introversion. Thus, it is argued that within any online 
environment there is a need to remain cognisant of the impact that personality factors may have on the 
way participants work.  It is clear that the complexity in online interaction is not yet readily understood 
and the introduction of role play approaches may exacerbate this complexity for participants. If online 
role play approaches are to move beyond notions of participation and enjoyment then further research 
is needed to understand the implications of personality and playing a contrived role in an online 
environment. 
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